CHAPTER XVI

PIOTRA had just entered the kitchen after collecting the
cattle. Immediately behind him the latch of the outer door
rattled, and Lukinichna, wrapped in a black shawl, crossed
the threshold. Taking little steps, without a word of greeting,
she tottered towards Natalia, ajad fell to her knees in front
of her.
" Mamma ! My dear ! What's the matter ? " Natalia cried
in an unrecognisable voice, stooping to raise her mother's
heavy body.
Instead of replying Lukinichna beat her head against the
earthen floor and intoned in a dull, broken voice :
" Beloved mine ! For whom have you abandoned me ? "
The two women broke into such a wail of sorrow, to which
the children added their whining tones, that Piotra seized
his tobacco pouch from the stove ledge and rushed out into
the porch. He guessed at once what had happened, and
stood smoking on the steps. The howling voices died away
in the kitchen, and he returned, an unpleasantly cold shiver
running down his back. With her face buried in her wet
handkerchief, Lukinichna was reciting :
" They've shot our Miron Gregorievich ! My eagle is gone
from life. . . . We're left orphans. . . . The chickens will
peck at us now." Her voice rose to a howl : " His dear eyes
are closed. No more will they see the light of day."
Daria sprinkled the swooning Natalia with water.
Ilinichna wiped her cheeks with her apron. From the front
room where Pantaleimon was lying ill came the sound of
coughing aijd a grating groan.
" For the love of Christ ! " Lukinichna seized Piotra's
hand and pressed it frantically to her breast. " For the love
of God, drive to Vieshenska and bring him back even though
he is dead. Bring him back. Oh, merciful Queen of Heaven !
Oh, I don't want him to rot there without decent
burial."
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